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Abstract 
This paper is divided into two parts. In the first study the “Features of Muslim education and culture in medieval Arabic Madrid”, 
under the following headings: Primary education, Higher education, and Specialties and knowledge, which is in turn the study of 
traditions, reading and Koranic exegesis, court, attorney-judicial practice and division of inheritance, linguistic studies, literature, 
medicine, philosophy, mathematics, astronomy and music. Others items: teachers, students, classrooms and teaching areas, and 
titles. The second part deals some famous people of the cultural landscape of medieval Arabic Madrid. 
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1. Introduction 
The Arab people contributed greatly to the conservation of the knowledge of ancient Greece and his subsequent 
transfer to the West. A privileged channel that greatly contributed to that task was the huge amount of translations of 
works of philosophy, mathematics and medicine. The old Eastern cultures of India, Greece and Eastern Christianity 
nurtured the scientific knowledge of the Islam, which was initially quite poor. In a later stage the entire Islamic 
cultural heritage would reverse in the West. One of the most brilliant paths of culture is that which comes originally 
from Hinduism, Greece and the Christian East, comes to rest in Islam, to reverse later, through Spain and Sicily, in 
the medieval Christian West (Galino, 1968). 
Given this premise and before analysing Muslim education and culture in the Arab medieval Madrid, it is 
convenient to give some hints in relation to the fact of how the Arab came in contact with culture. Aware of their 
delay in the fields of knowledge, the first Arab leaders successfully managed to inculcate in their people the 
admiration and reverence for science. Some of the sentences attributed to Mahoma himself that praise knowledge 
and wisdom, are worth of quotation: 
 "To learn one chapter of science is something more excellent than to prostrate in prayer a hundred times; a well-
learned chapter worth more than the whole Universe; to attend a master class, is more meritorious than to pray, to 
visit a thousand of sick persons and to accompany a thousand burials; the angels from above, the fishes of the sea, 
the birds of air, all of them bless the wise. Even the humble ant pray for him; the heaven and earth ask pardon for 
the wise" (Ribera, 1928, 75) 
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This concern for knowledge would take them, as they conquered peoples of the Middle East, to try to assimilate 
the knowledge stored in their libraries. The most important cultural heritage came mostly from the rich literature of 
the Greeks. Many Greek works and books had been translated into Syriac by Nestorian Christians. These versions 
were translated from Syriac to Arabic language, especially the works pertaining to the philosophical and 
mathematical fields. Thus, taking a lengthy detour, the Greek thought would return to the West although quite 
disfigured, due to its translation to two so different languages (Galino, 1968). 
That return would occur largely through Spain from the year 711(Sánchez Barea, 2006). Following the gradual 
decline  of  the  main  cultural  centers  of  the  Arab Middle  East  as  Baghdad and Damascus,  Spain  would  take  over,  
through the focus of cultural renewal that was the city of Cordoba. In this current renewal of knowledge also stood 
the city of Toledo, where Archbishop Raymond founded the world-famous school of translators. Jews, Muslims and 
Christians wises worked together in the arduous task of translating texts. Spanish names of Juan Domingo 
Gundisalvo and Gerardo de Cremona are sufficiently well-known as to be sufficient to cite them. 
2. Features of Muslim education and culture in medieval Arabic Madrid 
 In this climate of cultural excellence, specifically in the field of education, it should be noted that there was a 
general model for the entire Arab world, although each country had its merits and particularities, as was the case of 
Spain and its cities. At the beginning of the conquest of Spain, given the small number of children for instruction, 
people of high social status were the ones in charge of disseminating knowledge. This teaching had a free character. 
Only at a later stage, due to the increased number of students, teachers would be rewarded with presents and gifts, a 
trend that would consolidate until the final establishment of contracts between parents and teachers (López & 
Esteban, 1994).
Undoubtedly, students that could pay their teaching, belonged to the upper classes, but for those students who 
could not afford teaching there were founded public schools from the time of Al-Hakim II.  Gradually there was a 
move towards free and compulsory education, although not understood in the same way as nowadays, but this was 
intended only for the poor and needy students, and the requirement was imposed and subjected to the custom of the 
place and labour opportunities. In this respect J. Ribera (1928, 36) quotes a sentence of R.P. A. Dozy, the great 
scholar of the Muslim people:  
"(…) Education, where the most elementary reached such a high degree of diffusion, that most spaniards could 
read and write, which did not happen in other nations of Europe." 
2.1. Primary education 
 Primary or elementary education began at the age of 6, and it consisted in learning to read and write the Koran, 
but the Spanish masters dared to criticize this system and to introduce changes and methodological innovations, 
such as the initiation into the rudiments of grammar and rote learning using pieces of poetry and letters (Vernet, 
1992). It is very illustrative the quotation of Ribera (1928, 33) in relation to the Spanish method of Teaching: 
"Since, for the ancient Arabic, poems were records in which it was written the most important events that 
happened to them, it would be necessary to start with poetry and language: the gradual corruption of language 
urgently required it so. The student would then continue with calculation, studying it hard until its rules had been 
understood, and then the Koran would be studied. The study of the Koran would be found easier, thanks to the 
preliminary work previously done". 
In relation to the learning to write, some changes were also introduced in Spain. In this country reading and 
writing were taught at the same time, while in other Arab countries writing was taught only after learning to read. 
The Spanish system had the advantage of achieving a more balanced and rational training, although with the 
traditional method students become excellent calligraphers. The writing was done on polished hardwood boards, 
using sharp reeds. The ink was moistened with water so one could write on several times on the tablets and they 
were not indelible (López & Esteban, 1994). 
The method used to stimulate learning was quite rude. It consisted of corporal punishment using canes or belts 
and, although there were some rules governing the matter, the teachers used to overdo in the application of such 
punishments. The critiques that Ben Haldun makes in relation to this system of learning are very eloquent: 
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"According to the traditions of the Prophet, theologians drew that not more than three lashes should be given. 
Nevertheless, it seems that teachers handled the belt without complying with the recommendations of the Prophet, 
and they had to be restrained, by means of entrusting the almotacén the job of monitoring the school and places of 
instruction, so that pupils would not be loosely mistreated” (Ribera, 1928, 36). 
2.2. Higher education 
 There was no regulation governing this educational level, what resulted in a high level of freedom for students 
and teachers in choosing subjects, in the methodology applied, and in respect to age of starting the studies. Perhaps 
the only common feature was the extensive use of the rote method. Doctrine was learned with the literal words of 
the sacred writings. Due to this methodology, it followed an extraordinary memory development but also other 
effects of a negative nature were produced (Vernet, 1992).
"And it is common, says Ben Haldun, the existence of men who have spent years and years memorizing many 
books and are unable to explain clearly a scientific point when the case is filed"(Ribera, 1928, 41).
2.2.1. Specialties and knowledge
2.2.1.1. The study of traditions 
Due to the fact that there did not exist a hierarchy repository of faith in the Muslim religion, the faithful were 
charged with the transmission of the sayings and deeds of the Prophet, ie the so-called traditions. In this 
transmission, the most ancient method was the direct oral lesson from the teacher, and only then, when these 
traditions were passed to books, readings and comments would be made in relation to them. In Spanish schools were 
primarily used Albojarí collections and Moslim. 
2.2.1.2. Reading and Koranic exegesis. 
The purpose of these studies was to deepen the understanding and memorization of their holy book. In order to 
accomplish this task, bigger of smaller fragments of texts were copied in tablets, recitations were made with 
appropriate pauses, detailed philological comments were made by means of the analysis of words and phrases, and 
finally they were quoted phrases from ancient opinions. Even though, it was not uncommon that many students 
learnt by heart the entire Quran (Sánchez Barea, 2006). 
2.2.1.3. Court 
As it has always happened, this specialty would open the way to the top-ranking positions in government and 
hence it was that drew together and took in more students. Among the various schools the most successful school in 
Spain was the Malice, which in turn gave rise to three branches: the Cairowán, the Cordoba and of Irak. The book 
most studied in this knowledge was Almoata Malice on which many glosses and commentaries were written 
(Sánchez, 2006). 
2.2.1.4. Attorney-judicial practice and division of inheritance 
These three specialties can be considered particular applications of the law, and therefore they represented a legal 
basis to which the study of specific subjects could be added. In the case of the notary and the judiciary students 
exercised themselves in the task of learning the forms of contracts and legal proceedings. Given the complexity of 
Arab legislation on inheritance, division of inheritance studies were very successful, alternating in them legal 
practice with the mathematic calculation  
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2.2.1.5. Linguistic Studies 
We have already alluded to the Spanish custom of introducing children in the knowledge of grammar, with whom 
a good basis for further and deeper studies was obtained. This is the reason of the outstanding performance of 
Spanish writers in handling the language and of the existence of excellent teachers like Ben malic Jaén, of whom a 
truly remarkable news is given: 
"And even today the works of Ben Malic of Jaén serve as basic text in the four-fifths parts of the world, at least 
where Arabic was studied, and his editions are multiplying even in the remotest corners of Muslim India" (Ribera, 
1928, 51). 
2.2.1.6. Literature 
Literary studies had great prestige in Arabic Spain, which besides poetry and rhymed prose, included history and 
stories. This fact contributed to the enjoyment of poets of a high esteem among the upper classes and the people. 
Thus, a good literary training led to the possibility of occupying key professional positions, for politicians and heads 
of government wanted their documents to be written in an elegant manner. 
2.2.1.7. Medicine 
As in other scientific fields Arabs owe their medical knowledge to the Greeks, Persians and Indians, although 
they did not only limit to translations, but composed original works such as Avicenna's Canon, that had a huge 
influence on Western medicine. Natural history, and specifically the study of plants, can be considered as an 
auxiliary science of medicine, for which they used the work of Dioscorides that would be translated into Arabic. 
Unlike Eastern countries, in Spain the hospital institution did not develop, so that the teaching of medicine was 
based on the theoretical study of the books and consultation and private visit of doctors. This practice is illustrated in 
a  manuscript  from  the  Library  of  the  Monastery  of  El  Escorial,  which  has  permitted  us  to  know  the  procedure  
followed in a medical visit of unquestionable educational value: 
"Upon presentation of the patient, the doctor observes and poses him all the questions that he thinks relevant for 
the knowledge of the disease. He, then, invites the student, also present, which in turn will observe, a process which 
implies questions or comments crossing between master and disciple. The doctor finally prescribes. It often happens 
that the teacher asks the student what he knows about the disease of the patient and, if the student does not know it, 
the teacher speaks and explains expressly" (Ribera, 1928, 55) 
2.2.1.8. Philosophy 
The study of Philosophy did not enjoy of prestige among the Muslim, so it was hardly studied in schools. Despite 
this, there flourished outstanding philosophers as Avempace, Ben Tofail and Averroes, who wrote a commentary on 
Aristotle's works following the model of Koranic explanations. 
2.2.1.9. Mathematics, astronomy and music 
In the field of mathematics the study of arithmetic, algebra and geometry was very practically oriented. 
Specifically to the measurement of land, trading and distribution of taxes. The study of astronomy, aimed at 
determining the hours for prayer, the constitution of the timing and orientation of the mosques, would also have this 
practical approach. Particularly in the field of astronomy we must highlight the importance of Muslama, from 
Madrid. Nor was the teaching of music highly regarded in Spain, as we only have news of the huge success of a 
singer named Eastern Ziriab, who established a singing school in Cordoba at the time of Abdurrahman II. 
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2.2.2. Teachers 
Unlike primary school teachers, professors of higher education enjoyed great consideration, so that did not pose a 
disgrace to the people of the nobility to engage in this activity. In the early days of Arab rule it was in vogue the 
travel to Eastern countries to be conveniently trained, and also to invite famous teachers to teach in Spain. In a 
second stage it were the Spanish teachers who were called from abroad to teach. 
The most valued and appreciated quality of the teacher was the scientific field of expertise. Next in importance 
was the pious practice of religion. Among the purely pedagogical qualities, the most valued virtues were kindness, 
interest in communicating knowledge and patience with students. There was a great freedom in the exercise of 
teaching, and there was not a compulsory requirement for the exercise of teaching in respect of specific 
qualifications or a certain minimum age. Actually what made a person a professor or teacher was his ability to 
arouse the interest of students.  
The teachers used to wear a veil called tailesán although not exclusive to them. As with primary education, in 
higher education, teachers received no pay, at least in the early stages. This practice was extended in time, although 
as appears from the dissensions of the lawyers on whether it was lawful for the teacher to receive a salary, it finally 
ended up imposing the legitimacy of an economic compensation for teachers through contracts. 
2.2.3. Students 
Once learned the rudiments of religion, grammar and literature, talented young people could pursue higher 
education. Those who had no aptitude for the study used to exercise a profession or trade. There was a great freedom 
to choose the teachers and the subjects and the time of start and end of the course and even vacation time. The 
duration of studies depended on the ability and means of student and used between 5 and 15 years. On completion of 
training in Spain for many students went to other countries for further training in their specialty. 
2.2.4. Classrooms and teaching areas 
There were very different places where the professor or teacher could provide the lessons: a room or place at 
home, a shop, a workshop or the garden. Teaching could also be done in the mosque, which used to be some outcry 
about the teachers. The number of attendees was very variable, it depended on the reputation and knowledge of 
teachers. The age of the students showed also a great divergence, as young boys with mature people could see up to 
50 years. The class was in a daily basis, except on Fridays and some holidays. At the beginning of the class a prayer 
was said, and immediately the teacher initiated his explanations. The teacher expressed himself in vulgar Arabic 
unlike textbooks which were written in literary Arab. 
2.2.5. Titles 
Despite the lack of examination and granting of academic degrees or titles, certifications used to be issued in 
which the most important thing would be the inclusion of the name of the professor, as everyone knew whom were 
the most reputable. In special circumstances a teacher could allow a person to teach his doctrine. In order to do this, 
a teacher gave him a license called Ichaza. This custom began to spread in an abusive manner until this type of class 
certification completely lost its value. 
3. Some famous people of the cultural landscape of medieval Arabic Madrid
  In order to complete the picture of Muslim cultural presence in the medieval Madrid we now collect some 
famous people from various fields. Arab historians have given us several names of “mayrities” cults, that is Arabs 
from Madrid who flourished due to their scholarship. The medieval Arab Madrid was not then a "small town" as 
claimed by L. Gonzalvo, but in the words of Oliver Asin (1940, 134) Madrid was: 
"An important military town, where it always was displayed, together with a large warrior activity, another of a 
literary or scientific type, which is well worth studying, and even the scholars of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
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centuries were able to attribute to  Moors of Madrid in their talk of a certain "Madrasa" or "University" where the 
origin of the name of the town was seen". 
The data point to a high educational environment in Mayrit (Madrid), which is completed with the cultural 
activity carried out by mayrities illustrious. Following the exhibition that is the great Arabist Oliver Asin could 
distinguish three well-defined mayrities groups: those living in Madrid, who emigrated to other populations of the 
peninsula and non-locals who came to Madrid from other places. Among the first ones Said Ibn Salim al-Farad who 
claims he was a wise and virtuous man, dedicated to teaching and leading figure in the religious and military Mayrit 
border where he died in the year 986. 
They also highlighted several members of the noble family of Banu Hamim, especially Alad al-Rahman ibn 
Hammad, a specialist in calligraphy and distribution of heritages who died in Madrid in 1081, shortly before the 
Reconquista. A very well known was Umar al-Talamanki (951-1038), a native of Madrid village of Talamanca, 
which emerged as traditionalist, jurist, historian and commentator on the Qur'an. The latter years of his life he also 
taught in Cordoba and Zaragoza, where he would be persecuted for their theological doctrines. The last years of his 
life were spent teaching in his hometown, where there was a famous law school of learning traditions. Disciple of 
Umar al-Talamanki was Ibn Huzur, the greatest writer of Muslim Spain, who talks of his teacher Umar al-
Talamanki in his book "Critical History of Religions." 
Among the immigrants in Madrid, the first of whom we have news is Ibn Said al-Mayriti and the most important 
was al-Mayriti Maslama, great astronomer to whom interesting pages devoted J. M ª Millás Vallicrosa in his book 
"New Studies on History of the Spanish Science." According to Miller Maslama he wrote works of a mathematician 
and astronomy, including a condensed version of the famous work of al-Khwarizmi, a review of the world map of 
Ptolemy, lost in the original Greek, and probably a treatise on the astrolabe. Another professor that must be 
highlighted in this second group is Jandal ibn Harun al-Quaysi, writer and resident grammarian in Cordoba. Madrid 
was the notable family of the Banu al-Mayy, which stood Ibn al-Mayy, writer and linguist, and jurists Abu-l-Hasan 
ibn Qasim. 
In the third group, composed by illustrious Muslims from outside Madrid who came to Mayrit we must underline 
Yaliya ibn Ahmad al-Layti, appointed governor 936, which excelled in science and philology. We should also 
mention here the lawyer Hunayn ibn Muhammad, who died in Madrid, and traditionalists Mutarrif ibn Abu al-al-
Tuyibi Zalmunna and Abu-l-Walid ibn Yunus al-Azdi. As the culmination of the cultural, scientific and teaching of 
Arabic Madrid we can bring the following words of Master Oliver Asin (1940, 135), quoted by Bank: 
"A  flock  Madrid  where  they  were  born  or  drawn  to  the  jihad,  or  scientific  interest,  or  religious  propaganda,  
mathematicians, writers or linguists, traditionalists, jurists, reading Koranic teachers, ascetics ... A Madrid where 
also non-orthodox individuals life who read banned books, and Fatimid missionaries whose activities result in the 
first revolution of Madrid of which we gave news". 
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